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Frederick William III and IV had no reason to look into the
future with the eyes of British liberalism, to believe that this
state of affairs was a regrettable but necessary introduction to
the chapter in the world's history when economic liberty would
be achieved by the masses who had already obtained civil and
political liberty. Educated in the atmosphere of Hegelian deter-
minism, of the atheism made popular by the recently published
Life of Jesus by Strauss, under the influence of Feuerbach's
dictum that 'all theology is psychology', he found himself
gradually shaping what he called the materialistic conception of
history. Like all his German contemporaries he was fascinated
by the majesty of the Hegelian dialectic, but the eternal move-
ment of history was not the unfolding of the Spirit, it was the
unfolding of matter. To make his view plausible, Hegel had
to fit the brute facts into a preconceived theory, whereas the
brute facts themselves were the revelation of the real movement.
Natural, physical, scientifically determinable forces were acting
according to their own inner law, and man by the mysterious
power of thought could grasp the meaning of the movement.
Before the eyes of the spectator this drama was being enacted.
The plot revolved round the nature of private property. Private
property manifests itself imperfectly positively and negatively.
Positively it is property satisfied with itself, the property of
those who have. Negatively it is property discontented with
itself revealing its power in those who have not. Both mani-
festations are equally one-sided, equally bad taken by them-
selves. The proletariate, those who have not, are as much an
abstraction, a negation, as those who have too much. The
proletariate is the negation of humanity: it becomes so in-
human that it comes to realize that it can only become human
by destroying the whole system which has led it to this pass.
This argument written at the age of twenty-six in The Holy
Family shows the essential character of Marx's Hegelian deter-
minism. The dialectical method changes its character as soon
as it becomes material. We think abstractions, but we perform
deeds. The opposition of contrary thoughts is possible because
they are really abstractions, but the opposition of contrary